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Chapter 1


[image: image]




"That’s mine!" 

"No, it’s not. I gots him for Christmas." 

As dusk settled, Annie McKenna turned the car into the driveway, headlights casting exaggerated shadows on their latest home, a ramshackle two-bedroom rental. This one was gray, a perfect match to her family's mood these days. 

"Tommy—please let him have it?" Even her voice sounded defeated. "Yours is . . . still  packed." Or lost. Or left behind at the last place they'd abandoned. In the old days, she could've run to the store and bought another whatever they happened to be fighting over. But—that took money. Earned at a job. Which had been difficult to do . . . lately. She would be grateful for the day their lives returned to normal—whatever normal turned out to be. 

"Jason's is lost," her almost-seven year old insisted. He'd said it so often, she'd started thinking of him that way, too. Almost seven. "My army guy has a blue dot on his neck." He jerked the doll from his brother's hands, eliciting a scream that signaled the start of a full-blown tantrum. "Look at his neck!" He flung the doll into the front seat, narrowly missing her head before it clattered on the dashboard. 

The fond moment forgotten, Annie fought the urge to weep. For a woman who rarely cried . . . with the exception of that car commercial about your kids growing up and leaving you- Now, she battled each day just to keep herself glued together. Wincing as her youngest son’s shriek reached the decibel level of a mach ten fighter jet, she rethought the growing up and leaving thing. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all . . .  

Her sons' arguing grew louder. Lately, it seemed the fighting never stopped. Had it really only been two weeks this time? "Tommy? Hey—boys-" She struggled to be heard over the yelling. "Gather up your backpacks. Jason, don't forget-"

"Mommy, why is the front door open?" 

The neglected house stood bathed in her headlights. Breath hitching in her throat, she froze. Not again. 

"Who painted those words?"

Panic forked through her as she hit the door locks and threw the car into reverse. "Don't undo your seatbelts." Dragging in a terrified breath, she floored the gas pedal. Over the roaring in her ears, she heard the rough scrape of hedges along her fender when she swerved. Tires squealing, she managed to back out without taking any shrubs with her. The quiet, residential street that had seemed so safe . . . suddenly menacing.

"Mommy almost hit the mailbox." Her youngest son's gleeful chortle sounded miles away.

"Mom, what are you doing? We're home." Tommy's quizzical voice penetrated her frozen brain. "I'm hungry."

"I just remembered . . ." Blinking back tears, she dug through her purse, groping for her phone. Keep it together, McKenna. She dialed the emergency number. "Aunt Sue . . . invited us for dinner." And to spend the night. Again.    

"Aunt Sue?" 

Safely away from the house, she released a shuddering breath, still watching the driveway in the rearview mirror as it grew smaller. Someone answer the phone. 

"Sue—is that you?" Annie tried to keep the quaver from her voice. It wouldn't take long for the boys to pick up on her fear. "It's Annie McKenna. I—we . . . n-need to come in." She waited on hold for the instructions that would provide them safety—for a night. Only two weeks this time. Two weeks, they'd lasted on their own. Each time, Phil seemed to find them sooner than the last. She fought the tears building in her throat, the hot rush of failure that wanted to grab hold and strangle her. Bracing herself, she watched Tommy in the rearview mirror, waiting for her older son to puzzle through it. 

His head bolted up. "Wait . . . you mean Aunt Sue—from the shelter?"

Annie confirmed her instructions and plugged them into the GPS. "Hopefully, it will only be a few days this time." 

"Mommy . . . no," he shrieked. "I just made f-friends." Her son's voice choked with tears. "I don't wanna go b-back there." 

Four-year- old Jason watched his brother thrashing against his seatbelt, thankfully still oblivious to his mother’s latest failure. "It’s okay, Tommy," he said around his thumb. "We make new friends." 

"No." Tommy flopped back against the seat, strong, little legs bracing against the back of her seat as he began to kick. "No!" 

Clutching the wheel, hands shaking, her eyes blurred as her oldest began to cry. In that moment, it was hard to imagine their lives being any kind of normal ever again. 

"Mommy, they . . . they finally ate l-lunch with me this week. Please . . . don't make me leave." 

***
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A FEW DAYS. Annie forced a smile as she slid juice glasses across the counter to the haggard-looking woman facing her in line. Trying not to stare, she wondered how long it would be before she wore that expression. Beaten down. Defeated. "Good morning," she said, her voice on autopilot as she addressed the next person in an endless line of hungry people. At seven a.m. the shelter was already jam packed—the start of the breakfast rush hour.  

A few days had turned into a few weeks. Now, she and the boys were residents at New Beginnings, a shelter that specialized in domestic abuse victims. At least there, she wouldn't have to search for a new place to stay each night. There, they allowed her to stay with her boys. In a tiny room above the homeless shelter dining hall. They were safe, in a building protected by bars and locks. But, none of the women living there felt safe. Annie had seen the knowing in their eyes—likely reflected in her own. Safe—until their abusers found them again.  

Her mouth quirked in a half smile as she glanced across the crowded dining hall. New Beginnings even had its own security guard, a giant named Big Pete. Annie's nursing training—growing rusty after months without a job—suggested Pete suffered from PTSD. The former marine had served four tours in the Gulf before returning home for good. Now, he spent his days on vigilant duty, protecting the women who lived at New Beginnings. 

"May I have a refill, ma'am?"

Startled, Annie pulled her gaze back from Pete. "I'm sorry. I wasn't paying attention." She turned to the coffee station to retrieve a cup.

"I have my own, ma'am. If you don't mind." The drawl was faint, a memory from a place he hadn't been in a long while. He handed her a battered, metal thermos. "If you can refill this, I'll be good to go." 

"We're not supposed to fill outside containers." Annie glanced to the kitchen doors behind her, still swinging from the last cook who'd blasted through them to reload the service line before a food tray depleted. She swung her gaze back to the waiting man. For the first time, she took notice of his features. Warm, blue eyes smiled back at her. She shot another glance to the kitchen. "Give it to me quick." 

His smile broadened, revealing a flash of startling white in a tanned, weathered face. "I don't want to get you in trouble with the kitchen police." 

To her surprise, Annie felt her own smile lift. "It's no trouble." In a crowd of hungry, tired, beaten-up-by-life people, this man was different. He was such a pleasant distraction, she couldn't help enjoying the moment. That—and his elusive scent. It wasn't often she smelled someone delicious standing in her line. Sunscreen, mint and an addictive woodsy cologne. Whoever he was, he was stunningly handsome. 

He shot a glance over her shoulder and handed her his thermos. "Okay . . . the coast is clear."

Smiling as she filled the tall thermos from one of the eight pots behind her, Annie was conscious of his gaze on her. "Cream and sugar?" She didn't want to analyze why she was offering to do it for him . . . when the milk and sugar were out in the dining area for everyone to mix their own. Nor her sudden impulse to prolong the transaction. 

"Yes, please. Splash of cream. Two sugars."

When she handed him the thermos, he nodded his thanks. "You have a good day, ma'am. Tomorrow, I'll leave my thermos in the truck." He winked at her. "I don’t want you breaking any rules on my account."

Tomorrow? For reasons she didn't dare examine . . . Annie wanted to spend another minute . . . or ten with Gorgeous Coffee Guy. Kind, handsome—and articulating full sentences in a polite manner. But, a swell of diners was beginning to stack up the line—some more belligerent than others. As the rude comments started further down the line, her face heated. She knew better than to take the raucous remarks personally. New Beginnings attracted all kinds. The gentle, down-on-their-luck types, the drunks and addicts who'd rather have money for their poison of choice than the nutritious food they served; and the off-their-meds men and women clinging to their reality by a fraying thread. 

Gorgeous Coffee Guy stiffened, flashing her an apologetic glance before he stepped out of line, heading in the direction of the insults. "Guys—I don't want to hear that kind of talk around these ladies. They're working hard to serve you a nice meal. Let's all just wait our turn."

Everyone stilled, an electric current jolting through the line. Before her eyes, coffee guy morphed from easygoing to red-alert as he studied the crowd, waiting to see whether there’d be fallout from his words. Annie waited too, biting her lip. Most of the time, it was bluster. Complainers weren't looking to make real trouble, because they couldn't afford the risk of being banned. The people in her line were hungry. But, hard times—poverty . . . hunger had a way of making a person feel powerless. Sometimes, it just made you feel mean.   

Seeming to possess a sixth sense, the tall, handsome stranger scanned several faces before returning to retrieve his thermos. Confused thoughts ricocheting through her brain, Annie dropped her gaze when he approached. "It's okay. They don't mean anything by it."

"Politeness doesn’t cost us anything," he answered, staring at her for an extra second. "No matter our circumstances—we always have that." 

"You're right." She nodded, feeling humbled and proud at the same moment. "Thank you." Annie slid his thermos across the stainless counter. She didn't even know his name, but in only two minutes, he'd somehow managed to make her feel a little better about herself. "You have a good day." 

"You, too." He tilted his head toward her. "See you tomorrow." 

His words sent a strange, secret thrill trailing down her spine. Suddenly, instead of dreading it, tomorrow was something she would look forward to.   

***
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"SUGAR, YOU got to be talkin’ about Hank Freeman." Sharon Carter’s voice raised an octave as New Beginnings' director puzzled through Annie's question a week later. 

"Keep it down." Annie scanned the nearly empty dining room, her face heating as she questioned the sanity of quizzing Sharon for information on Gorgeous Coffee Guy. She was suddenly second-guessing the desire for a quick coffee break with Sharon and Marisol Ortega, the center's fundraising coordinator. But, friendship was something she no longer took for granted after two years on the run.  

"The timing fits." Sharon's mocha eyes studied her. "He started last week. He works with Stud Muffin." 

She shot a glance at Marisol. "Who?"

Mari rolled her eyes. "She's referring to Jeff Traynor—from Specialty Construction?"

"Ah." Annie nodded. She'd seen him wandering around with Mari. The exceptionally handsome builder who'd taken an immediate interest in beautiful Marisol—who, thus far, was resisting him. "He is very attractive."  

"And he knows it." 

Sharon's eyebrows raised in a question mark. "Let's get back to you, Sugar. Hank Freeman is the superintendent. He'll be on site to supervise the construction." Her expression turned thoughtful. "He'll be here for the next seven or eight months. Plenty of time for you two to get better acquainted."   

Her face burning up, Annie wished she’d resisted her impulse. The flare of interest in the older woman’s eyes was unmistakable. "Hopefully . . . I'll be long gone by then." Glancing at Mari, she rose from the table. "I need to get back to work." Better to escape before-

"Hold on there." Sharon’s bracelets jangled when she snagged her wrist. "Mari and I need to hear all about you and Mr. Hank." New Beginnings’ director was clearly on the scent.

"There is no 'me and Mr. Hank'." She read relief in Marisol’s gaze as the conversation finally shifted from her—and why she wasn’t dating the hot, young owner of the construction company who was building New Beginnings' massive addition. Instead, Annie had allowed her wild curiosity about Gorgeous Coffee Guy to overrun her good sense. But, the sexy man she looked forward to flirting with each morning had taken over her frontal lobe. Their seven a.m. coffee ritual had become the absolute best few minutes of her day. 

"He’s got a little seasoning to him." Sharon's smile widened. "And I suspect there’s a dash of Cajun heat under that laidback surface."

"Oh my Lord." Her face was likely incinerating. Marisol’s burst of laughter didn’t exactly help. Gaze locked on Sharon’s surprisingly strong hand still clamped around her wrist, Annie found her voice. "I have tables to set." The damnedest part was that she’d brought it on herself. Unable to resist the crazy impulse to learn more about Coffee Guy, she’d asked the question . . . despite knowing if she showed interest, Sharon would swivel the interrogation strobe her direction.   

"He’s available." Sharon threw out the perfect, golden nugget with an air of expectancy—as though certain Annie would be unable to resist. Rich, chocolate eyes smug with certainty, Sharon waited several beats for her to collapse like a house of cards. Don't do it, McKenna.

"I . . . that doesn’t—I have zero interest in . . . you know," she choked out. Flirty banter over coffee was the closest thing to a relationship she'd had in nearly three years. That part of her life had shriveled up. A dusty, cobwebbed corner she didn't venture near. One that didn't need cleaning. A shadowy corner that needed to be sealed shut—so the scurrying memories could finally suffocate like trapped rodents. "He’s just nice . . . that’s all." She swallowed around the sudden dryness in her throat. "Very friendly." With beautiful eyes that seemed to read her thoughts.  

"Friendly?" Sharon grinned.

"Polite," she clarified. In her world, polite was quite possibly the sexiest thing about him. Except maybe—his smile. The one that made her tingle. Or—his hands. Annie swallowed a groan, suddenly flushing with heat. Coffee Guy had the sexiest hands she’d ever seen. They were rough. Callused. Strong and tanned from working in the sun. And they made her shiver when his fingers grazed hers each morning. But—that was all. Because the rest of her parts were . . . rusted. And she was absolutely, positively fine with that. Perspiration gathering at the small of her back, she shot a helpless glance to Marisol.  

"Is he divorced?" Despite her youth, Mari intercepted her pleading vibe and asked the question for her. The sweet bonds of sisterhood to the rescue. Perhaps, she’d manage to extract herself from the conversation with her dignity intact.  

"He’s a widower." Sharon finally relented, apparently wanting to spill the information more than she needed to tease Annie. This time. "His wife passed on four years ago."

Sadness lanced, surprising her with its sharpness. Pain for his loss—instead of happiness that he might be available. No one should experience such a devastating loss. "That’s terrible." But it made sense in a way. Coffee guy . . . Hank  was too thoughtful— if there was such a thing. 

Bemused by the trail of her thoughts, Annie lowered back into her seat, glancing at them. "I don’t think I’m surprised by that."

Marisol’s curious expression was the opposite of Sharon’s knowing gaze. "What do you mean?"

"He’s . . . different." Easygoing, but not a charmer. Familiar with being around a woman, yet cautious. Respectful. "He’s . . . sort of out of his element." Rusty. With flirting . . . and probably everything else. Like her. Making him even more appealing.  

"Jeff said since his wife died, he pretty much keeps to himself. He lives on a farm somewhere." 

"A farm?" Marisol raised a brow. "How far out does he live?" 

"About fifteen miles or so. He ain't milkin' cows, Sugar. It's more like acreage." Sharon settled in for what could potentially be a lengthy discussion. "Growin' vegetables and stuff like that. Probably got a slobberin' dog or two." Her expressive face scrunched with distaste. "Me? I'm a city girl. I gotta know that when I turn on the TV, my shows are gonna be there. I gotta have my cable." She shrugged massive shoulders. "But, I can respect someone who likes to rely on himself. We see too little of that around here."

Intrigued, Annie stayed quiet. She'd already raised enough suspicion. From the little she knew of Hank, she agreed with Sharon's impression. A loner—but in a comfortable way. Quiet. Capable. Confident about who he was. A simple, self-sufficient life would likely appeal to him. She could envision him plopped on ten acres somewhere . . . unconcerned if the power went out. Probably able to handle any issue that could arise. Fix anything that broke down. How appealing would that be? Being with someone who could do . . . just about anything? Unable to suppress her smile, Annie acknowledged that everything she'd just imagined was pure fantasy. She knew nothing about Hank Freeman—except what she'd seen with her eyes. And her gullible eyes had deceived her before.

"Jeff actually warned me Hank might come across as cranky-" Sharon's eyes lit with surprise. "But, I sure haven’t seen evidence of that yet."

Marisol smothered her laughter. "That’s because Jeff is running interference on all the color selections. He said Hank would blow his stack if he had to meet with your committee every week."

Sharon harrumphed as though the very idea they could be viewed as difficult was beyond imagination. "You took forty-five minutes yesterday," Mari reminded, "just to pick out the tile in the women's dormitory bathroom." 

Bracelets jangled as the older woman flailed her arms. "These are big decisions. It's not as though we're drownin' in money here," she reminded. "We have to live with those choices for a very long time."

"What about the carpet in the conference room?" Annie reminded. "I was able to set the entire dining room that day . . . in the hour it took you and the board ladies to select a pattern." 

Her expression was priceless as she tried to defend herself. Annie would have sworn Sharon’s cocoa skin was blushing dusky pink. "Let me just tell y'all it’s much harder than it looks."

"You only had three samples to choose from." She was still smiling when she left them a few minutes later. Despite their circumstances—her little family wedged into the tiny room above the dining room . . . Tommy still unhappy over another new school, yet settling in with the resilience known only to almost seven-year-olds. Peacekeeper Jason, simply going with the flow. They could be worse off. New Beginnings had become a safe haven. Phil hadn’t found them yet. When he finally did, she would hopefully be stronger for their inevitable confrontation. Calmer in how she dealt with his rage. Determined, when her courage would likely want to nosedive all over again. 

At New Beginnings, she had meaningful volunteer work that kept her mind off the nursing career she’d been forced to place on hold. Phil’s relentless pursuit of them left her unable to hold a job. His erratic behavior . . . threatening her—threatening the boys. Employers weren't exactly sympathetic to the new hire whose personal life spilled over at work. She could never gain her footing before he'd show up—making a public spectacle. Instead of professional respect for her patient care, she received commiseration. Anxious, knowing looks from supervisors that told her they were concerned—for their business. For their patients and staff who could possibly be caught in the shit storm Phil usually wrought. She'd lost three jobs in the last two years. Until their lives settled down, Annie had suspended her job search, not wanting to burn any more bridges with employers who would surely remember the woman with the volatile ex-husband. 

Releasing a steadying breath, Annie pushed the bad memories aside. Until she determined her next move, she could still take pride in serving those who were less fortunate. Instead of cowering . . . waiting for Phil’s next move, she could be proactive in helping others, instead of always worrying about herself. New Beginnings was temporary. A place to regroup. But, soon . . . she had decisions to make. 

Increasingly, she experienced flashes of happiness. The women she’d met were strong. Mostly kind. Making the best of their stressful situations. As she’d slowly opened up—both in group therapy and with her new friends, Annie had enjoyed getting to know Marisol. The young woman reminded her of herself . . . back when her life had been full of promise. And she loved talking with Sharon Carter, despite her teasing. The older woman had seen just about everything humanity had to offer. Thirty years running a homeless shelter and soup kitchen would do that to a person. Yet, Sharon’s faith in humanity never seemed to waver, her sage advice doled out with a smile. 

And now she had Hank. Or at least . . . the idea of him. Annie knew better than to dream. But, she wasn’t above the occasional wish. The appreciation of a fine man cost her nothing. Her back to the ladies at the table, she released a satisfied sigh and strolled to the kitchen. Who knew? Maybe one day, if she were ever ready to try again, she could search for a man like Hank. 

***
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IT WAS THE LITTLE THINGS, Henry Freeman acknowledged as he and Bo took their nightly stroll. Walking the fields, checking fences, his gaze studiously avoiding the garden that still needed turning over. Even on a gentleman's farm, there was always an endless list of chores. Tonight, his mind was elsewhere. He didn’t see Bo, tail wagging, as he waited for him to remember the throwing stick he held in his hand. Not pausing in the usual places, Hank strode on, destination unclear, his legs just seeming to know he needed to keep moving. Forward. Finally. 

Pausing in the clearing where Gayle had always sidetracked on their walks, he viewed it from his wife's perspective. An opening in the tall sycamores provided the perfect stargazing spot. The beckoning patch of wild crocus would have lured her, a spatter of yellow and purple paint on the still wintered ground under the trees. Hank stopped, reaching back for her hand. And froze. Bewildered for a moment until he remembered. "She’s gone, you idiot." 

Yes, it was little things he missed most. Habits developed over a lifetime together. Meaningless to most people, but agonizing to the one left behind. Reaching for her hand. A reflex so small. So natural. One he still couldn’t break himself of. The pressure of warm fingers entwined with his. The ever present ache when he remembered it was gone. Like the soreness of a paper cut. Forgotten until you brushed against something and felt the sting all over again. 

For the first two years, Hank had reached for her hand almost every night. Every meandering hike to their stargazing spot. Knowing she wasn’t there, yet somehow—for an instant . . . able to forget the terrible truth. But, the hand he’d held for nineteen years just wasn’t there anymore.  

His old Lab left him, loping a few paces ahead to sniff out the scents dancing on the breeze. Squirrel . . . rabbit. Hell, sometimes he swore it was simply the joy of a new spring that Bo celebrated, nose down, the occasional ecstatic bark urging, ‘C’mon. Come see what I found’. Returning every few minutes to make sure Hank was still where he’d left him.  

Tonight, Hank wasn’t sure what he was supposed to feel. Trudging up the hill after Bo, his ribs jabbed with a sharp twinge of guilt—an acknowledgment that it might actually be possible to experience happiness again. Would Gayle mind? His breath coming in short gasps that had nothing to do with the hike, he inhaled the cool, night air. Relief drizzled through him—because maybe his life was finally changing. At the same time, there was pain. His life—was finally changing.  

Hell, he knew Gayle wanted him to move on. To not get stuck. She'd said so . . . in the months after learning she was sick. In the days leading to her death, she’d exacted his promise. Be happy, Henry. Swear to me you'll be happy.  

For four years, he'd believed in his soul . . . happiness wasn't possible. The best he'd hoped for was relief—from the haunting ache inside. The gaping, yawning chasm where the meteor had crashed down. Where his verdant, green life full of promise had incinerated. But, each day, another spear of grass grew over the charred remains. Each week. Each year. Until all that remained was a gently sloping reminder of what he'd had. And lost.  

Be happy, Henry. Gayle had repeated the mantra, especially toward the end. But, when it came down to it, would she have wanted him to find someone else? Tipping his head back, he awaited the gloaming. Bo returned to his side, flopping at his feet, content to rest for a moment. Over the next several minutes, night crept over the sky, softening from pink to violet to dusky plum. Deepening until the stars revealed themselves, hidden in plain sight. 

That morning, he'd awakened to the sense of something different. Dawn trickled in, same as usual. But, the patterns of light had shifted. Shower. Coffee. Feed Bo. The same tasks he'd performed every day for as long as he could remember. But, this morning—the dull ache that had resided in his chest for the last four years, two months and nine days . . . had disappeared. It had taken Hank a goodly while to figure out what was missing. Before realizing the pain had gone—slipping away when he hadn't been paying attention. 

"I don't feel great, mind you," he'd said to Bo before leaving the house. "But, I don't feel bad." Hank's perception of the day had changed. Instead of something to get through . . . another day notched as an 'after Gayle' day— it felt more like a maybe-something-good-could-happen day. 

Maybe that's why he'd done something completely out of context with the life he’d led since Gayle. He’d smiled at a woman. Not the distracted smile you flashed when holding the door for someone. But a full-on, it's-great-to-be-alive kind of smile. 

"Her name is Annie." Bo barked an acknowledgment, nose to the air as he caught an enticing scent. "Annie McKenna." That morning, he'd entered the construction zone like any other Tuesday. Met with his foreman. Breathed in the smell of freshly excavated dirt. Hustled inside before he was late for the early project meeting. Girded his loins—for the same meeting—with the passionate, stubborn, pain-in-the-ass gaggle of women he was dealing with on the New Beginnings project. No expectations except coffee . . . and maybe a cinnamon donut from the shelter kitchen.  

Just like every day, he'd smiled at the shy, pretty blonde who worked the cafeteria line. A tireless volunteer whose smile sometimes didn't reach sober, brown eyes. But today, she'd hesitantly returned his smile. Today, her eyes had glowed with a brief flash of happiness. And Hank had been blindsided. By a hot burst of yearning he’d truly believed he'd buried with Gayle. Now, he wasn’t sure what to do about it. 

"Honey, what do you think?" His rusty voice drifted away on the cool, spring night. "Give me a sign, Gayle Marie." As though he understood, Bo lifted his head, his whimper sounding like 'huh?'.

Part of him would always mourn the loss of his old life. Strange as it seemed, Hank would even miss the awkward half-life he’d been trapped in since his wife’s death. It had become comfortable. Constant. A single, familiar marker in the vast sea of 'after Gayle' unknowns. His boat had been stuck in neutral, with only the nudging waves to jostle him forward in time. Safely moored in a harbor of loneliness that hadn’t felt good, but had absolutely felt right. 

A sudden breeze wove through the trees, breaking the stillness. When pinecones rained down, Hank startled, turning his face to the wind. Knowing Gayle, she was chucking them at him. "You always had a good arm, babe." Ducking when one glanced off his shoulder, he raised his hands in protest. "Hon, that was a compliment—not a challenge." His mouth lifted in a smile as he experienced a thrill of hope. "So, you're sayin' it's okay, then?" Had he finally reached the other side? Of the endless, gray solitude he’d wandered. Would the warmth of a sunny day finally touch him once again? 

Turning in a circle in the clearing, Hank released a gusting breath. "Bo? I think I'm ready." 

***
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Chapter 2
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"Mr. Freeman?"

His mind on the permitting issue with the city, Hank stopped in the shelter corridor the next day. A young boy, maybe six or seven, stared back at him from the doorway. "Did you call me?"

The little guy glanced over his shoulder. "Miss Robin says I can’t wander around . . . but I’ve been tapping on the window at you and . . . you didn’t hear me."  

Hank retraced his steps. "This is the daycare center, right?" 

The kid nodded vehemently. "Me an’ my brother hafta stay here after school while mommy works."

Hank scanned the room. It was large, but ill-suited for its purpose. Sorta worn out. Windows too small to let in any real light, the ancient panes clouded from blown seals. The space crowded with toys. He wondered why the daycare hadn’t made it's way onto the list for renovations. Before remembering. Money. On this project—everything came down to money. Or the serious lack of it. "Your mom works here?"

"Uh-huh. She works in the kitchen." 

Solemn, brown eyes stared at him from under a mop of curly, brown hair. A mini version of the same kid hovered a few feet behind him. "That your brother hidin' back there?"

"My name’s Tommy and he’s Jason." Without looking over his shoulder, he added, "he’s shy."

"But, you’re not?" Hank squatted to the ground, surprised when his knees didn’t protest. He extended his hand. "Nice to meet you. My name’s Hank." 

Tommy shook his hand with a grin and a load of little-kid enthusiasm "Miss Robin says we have to call you Mr. Freeman." He pointed to the grandmotherly volunteer with a squalling toddler on her hip. "She says that’s polite."  

Hank waved, surprised she was still able to smile over all the racket. "Miss Robin is right." He nodded to Jason. "How about you, little man? Are you havin' fun today?"

Jason took a cautious step back, thumb in his mouth. "Can I ride your tractor?"

"Me, too. Me, too." Tommy grabbed his hand. "That’s why I called you. You can’t hear us through the window . . . and we wanna help. Me and Hector and Jason."

Hank glanced at Miss Robin. "Are all the kids watching from the window?"

She glanced to the clouded casement window. "They all crowd around to see what’s happening. They fight for position because the window's so small." She smiled.  "It’s gotten so bad I’ve cleared a bookcase off to make a window seat for them." She tousled the toddler’s hair. "They wait to take turns."

Unfamiliar spending time around little kids, Hank was oddly humbled by their enthusiasm. "You boys want to help with the new building?" Both boys nodded eagerly, their gaze glued to his face. It was a little intimidating . . . being the focus of all that interest. But, also . . . kind of fun.  

"How about we do a little cleanup in here so you have more room to play?" His brain mentally de-cluttering the space, he debated whether he could take on the side project of renovating the daycare. Heck, if he got a few subcontractors on board, he could probably secure most of the materials from scrap. Maybe convince them to throw in some free labor if they knew it was for the kids. Paint, room dividers, some remnant carpeting . . . Sure, he’d have to clear it with Jeff, first. But, since Jeffie was hot to score with the fundraising lady, he'd probably be interested in notching a few bonus points.  

Glancing to the ancient window again, he envisioned a deep window seat with cushions for story time or naps or just gazing out the window. "That baby’s gotta go." He felt a tug on his shirt and glanced down. Apparently, Jason had lost his shyness. 

"What about the tractor?"

A full, coherent sentence, spoken around the thumb in his mouth. Hank grinned. "That’s a backhoe, not a tractor." The kid’s eyes just stared, not blinking. He took a step toward the window. "And that one's a skidloader." 

Tommy pressed his nose against the cloudy glass. "I seen one 'a those before. One time with my dad." Gaze still glued to the pile of dirt being moved around, he frowned. "What's the thing that swings stuff around and drops it on the roof?"

He cringed at Tommy's word choice. The last thing he'd want was to drop something on the roof. But, the highly engineered movement of materials—precisely planned—days in advance, probably appeared to the average observer as 'dropping stuff on the roof'. "You mean a crane?" The kid nodded, not bothering to turn around. "We won't need one for this project. We use them on taller buildings."

"Oh."

One syllable and the kid's excitement seemed to deflate. Way to go, Freeman. "How about if I talk to Miss Sharon . . . and uh—your mom," he remembered to add. Whoever she was, it was unlikely she'd hand off her kids to some random guy running the job site. Especially since some of the sub-tier dudes wandering the site looked downright sketchy—even to him. For an Army lifer . . . twelve of those years starin' down an M24 sniper rifle, he'd seen damn near every facet of humanity.

But, every worker on the New Beginnings site had cleared a background check. A condition of the contract, since they'd be working around women and children. So, while some of the guys might look a little rough—none of them actually were. "Once I talk to the ladies," he said, warming to the idea, "I'll see if we can arrange a little field trip."

"You mean like goin' to a museum?" The older kid—Tommy?—looked disappointed again. "I wanna see the trucks."

He hid his smile. "No, Tommy. I meant we can go outside and look at the trucks." He glanced to Miss Robin. "Maybe you could even take a quick ride on them."

Their whoops of joy startled the toddler, who began wailing all over again. Wincing at the noise, he avoided Miss Robin’s annoyed glare as he beat a hasty retreat to the door. "I have to get back to work, but I’ll stop by to see you later, okay guys?"

***
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"SO—HOW'S IT GOING WITH her?"

"Who?" Two days later, Hank drummed a pencil on the site plans, wondering what latent defect had surfaced in his personality. That he'd make the massive mistake of confiding in Jeff Traynor. A kid. A player. A guy whose longest relationship wouldn't outlast a pair of his work boots. 

"Annie." Jeff pulled out a chair and flopped into it. 

"What do you mean—how's it going? I asked her name. That's it." The kid—his boss sat across the conference room table, his irritating smile a little smug for Hank's liking. 

Jeff rolled his eyes. "Yeah—over a week ago. So, what's up?"

"Nothing's up," he lied. "I like to put a name to the face. We say hello every morning." And I talk to her boys every afternoon. Sometimes more often, he admitted. "She has two little boys. They're in the daycare center after school." Annie's sons—who'd already won him over with their excitement. Their innocence. Their endless patience each day . . . waiting for him by the daycare center door, their faces poking around the doorframe—as though he were something special. Four or five little boys—peering out the window every afternoon. Now that he knew they were there, Hank always made sure to wave. He'd asked the concrete guys to do the same. Lefty had gotten to where he'd make sure to fire up the skidloader and drive it past the daycare window each afternoon, just so the kids could take a look.   

"Okay. My mistake." Jeff lifted his hands, palms up. "No big deal."

"Exactly. I was just—curious, that's all." His skin prickling with irritation, Hank would later realize he'd walked straight into the trap. He flipped open the spec book, hoping the kid would take the hint. "With the electrical permitting stalled, I think we could move ahead in these three areas while we're waiting for the city to get their head out of their ass." 

"It's just . . . you've never been curious before." Jeff studied him. A rare, quizzical expression in his eyes. "Annie seems nice. She practically lives here," he added. "But, I should warn you—she's not much for small talk. Even my legendary Traynor charm hasn't worked."

"Can we just focus on adjusting the schedule around this latest obstacle?" He released an aggravated sigh. And then—unable to resist- "She talks to me." Shut up, Freeman. 

The kid's smile returned. "You should ask her out." 

"I asked her name," he reminded. "How'd we get from there to me askin' her out?" He raised his gaze to the ceiling. "I have a full life," he insisted. "I have this job. I have a list of chores a mile long to tend to at night-"

"Cows to milk. Hogs to slop?"

Hank glared him into submission, but Jeff's stupid-ass grin suggested he was losing his touch. "She seems nice. That's all. I've been eating lunch here every day—not because 'a her," he hastily added. "There's no sense packing my lunch or taking the time to run offsite when they've got great food here." 

"Makes sense to me." The kid seemed to be holding back what would likely be a way-off-base observation. 

At least he had a legitimate reason for being at New Beginnings. He was building the damn job. Traynor had been spending way too much time at the jobsite because he was hitting on the beautiful girl in the office. "I feel a little guilty—like I'm taking food from someone who really needs it."

"I think the kitchen is open to everyone. Mari says they get lots of regulars."  

"Well, I make sure to stuff money in the jar on the counter." Mari. The kid had already reached the 'Mari' stage. Not Miss Ortega. Not Marisol—Mari. What the hell was he doing wrong? Hank sighed. You're too old for this. That's what was wrong. Too out-of-practice. He didn't know what the hell he was doing. What had he been thinking? That someone like Annie could be interested in an old, tired guy like him? She was beautiful. Brown eyes that warmed to honey. Pretty as hell. When she smiled, she lit up the room. And made his stomach do a back flip. 

"Let's get some work done." His tone gruff, Hank avoided the kid's amused expression. Okay—so maybe he'd been obvious. But—clearly, he wasn't ready if he couldn't even talk to the woman. Maybe—he could work on that part. When he wasn't tongue-tied, he could make conversation with just about anyone. He released a less frustrated breath. That could be his goal for the week. He would talk to her.  

***
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ANNIE WATCHED HIM ENTER through the side door, the shelter kitchen a cinnamon-scented, noisy bustle of hungry diners. Breakfast was well underway. Hank Freeman had likely already been at the site for an hour. He's just outside the building. Just beyond the walls she couldn’t venture past. She experienced a quiver of unease. "You shouldn't know his schedule," she muttered. She didn't pay close attention to any other diners—even the regulars. But, Hank was different. "You shouldn’t know his name." 

Though he walked with purpose, his gorgeous, blue eyes were lit with a smile. "Maybe he just seems different," she muttered. Who could really know? Long ago, she'd felt that fluttery, stomach-shivery feeling about Phil. And look how that turned out. 

As she served the line before her, she allowed her thoughts to drift. Her therapy sessions urged forgiveness. Of herself. For taking the abuse. For not leaving sooner. But, after two years on the run, two years of her boys forced to switch schools, forced to leave friends behind . . . living in increasingly cramped quarters as they scrambled from shelter to shelter . . . she had trouble forgiving. On the bad days—her guard crumbling—Annie still believed she deserved it. As punishment for making such a colossal mistake in the first place. If she hadn't been so damned determined to prove her mother wrong. 

"Good morning, Mr. Wilkerson." Annie handed the elderly man a plate of steaming pancakes, a pleasant smile on her face as her stomach roiled with the whiff of sausage and failure. The product of a frivolous, empty-headed mother who'd played the marriage game like she played scratch-off lottery tickets, Annie had wanted to show her mother how it should be done. With one man, instead of five. She'd be different. She'd be successful. 

"Good mornin', Miss Ann." 

"Where have you been? We haven't seen you since Tuesday." The stench of stale beer wafted on his breath, making her smile falter. His street-begging tactics had clearly improved if he'd been able to afford this latest bender. 

"Been on a l'il vacation, Miss Ann." 

"Good for you." Being on the run had taught Annie a great deal about perspective. And mercy. The kindness of strangers. Everyone had problems. Some people were just better equipped to handle them. 

"Yes, ma'am." Faded eyes glinted with a hint of devil-may-care, but mostly, she just saw hunger. "Can I have a little more syrup?"

She offered another scoop of warm maple syrup, trying to ignore the tracking radar in her head that told her Handsome Hank was now third in line. 

As he drew closer, her hands became occupied with the task of pouring a giant takeout cup of coffee to replenish the thermos he brought to the site each day. Her gaze, however, remained sneakily glued to the man. Tall and lean in a way that suggested an endless reserve of strength. Bred for distance instead of sprints. 

"Good morning, Miss McKenna." 

Cheeks heating like the radiator in her old Buick, she wondered whether he could see her heart pounding. All the witty remarks she’d practiced in the mirror suddenly dove for cover, cowering behind her sputtering brain. "Good morning, Hank. I have your refill ready for you."  

Nodding his thanks, his big hand brushed hers, sending a tingle up her arm as he accepted the cup. "I guess I’m too predictable."

The sounds of the kitchen faded as his woodsy scent drifted over the counter, weaving through her muddled brain. Why did he have to smell so damned good? The tiny lines around his beautiful eyes creased when he smiled. 

"Predictability is highly underrated." Hell, she’d take predictable in a heartbeat. Calm. Rational. Boring, even. A siren song to a woman with her history. A sudden spark of boldness strumming through her, she stared at the kind, weathered face. This close up, his utilitarian haircut contained more than a dash of salt in the pepper darkness. A remnant of his military career, according to Sharon, who continued to pass along scraps of information about the handsome widower who was charged with building the shelter's addition. The New Beginnings director had a soft spot for the women who lived there. And a passion for meddling. Annie was uneasily aware that Sharon was fascinated by her interest in Hank. 

That wasn't a good thing. Sharon was already doing her best to throw Marisol together with Jeff Traynor. If Sharon confirmed her suspicions about Annie, there would be no peace.

"Your boys are doing okay?"

"They are . . . thank you." To her chagrin, Hank had learned from Sharon that the boys in the daycare he'd been chatting with for a week were her boys. Instead of pleasure over his caring enough to ask, she was lanced with guilt. Because she should have told him about them herself. In the weeks of flirting, she'd still avoided talking with him about anything of substance. But telling a handsome, available man about your blown-apart life wasn't exactly sexy. Her story would send a loud-and-clear message to Hank. Steer clear of the wreckage. Then, she'd have nothing again. Her five-minute morning fantasies would disappear. Since he'd started coming in again at lunchtime . . . those twenty minutes of staring at him while he ate lunch would end, too. 

She loved knowing he was out there among the sea of diners—chatting with a motley crew of elderly people from the neighborhood, the homeless who straggled in and a variety of regulars. Hank seemed at ease among all of them. He'd even begun encouraging the subcontractors on the project to join him. Each day, more of them stopped in for lunch, getting to know the population surrounding New Beginnings and dropping money in their donation jar.

"How'd Tommy do on his spelling test?" 

She read encouragement in Hank's gaze. So—why was her heart suddenly pounding out of her chest? Likely, it was the change she knew would come. Instead of interest, those beautiful, twinkling eyes would register pity when he learned the truth. That not only did she work at New Beginnings—she lived there, too. "He . . . um . . . aced it." Dropping her gaze, she swallowed around a sudden hitch of fear. What was she doing? What could possibly make her believe she could do this again? 

"That's great. It sounds like he's doing better." Hank's voice was heartbreakingly enthusiastic. "It sounds as though his teacher is pretty nice." 

"She—she is. She's very creative with them." Part of her ached to linger—engage in conversation with the kindest, least threatening men she'd met in the last two years. While another part shouted at her to run. Stay out of reach—of being hurt again.  

Her boys were in love with the construction project. Trapped in the center daycare in the mornings before the bus came and again in the afternoons after school, Tommy especially, had spent most of his time staring out the window at the backhoes. Hank had noticed her fascinated six-year-old in the window the very first week. With Sharon's permission, he'd taken to stopping in at the daycare a few afternoons to visit the kids. According to Miss Robin, at first, Tommy had been uncharacteristically shy. But, he'd quickly overcome his wariness. Each day, Hank faithfully returned, providing updates for all the kids in the center—about what they should watch for next. 

Each night, her sons filled her head with stories of 'Mr. Freeman'. He'd brought Jason a little dump truck that her four-year-old now clutched each night when she tucked them into bed. For Tommy, it had been a shiny, yellow backhoe. Now, sleeping together in the too-small twin bed, they no longer fought. For space. And covers. Instead, they talked themselves to sleep with stories about glorious piles of dirt and forts . . . and the kindness of the thoughtful man standing before her. 

After only two visits, Tommy began waiting for him. It had taken only two days for Tommy to be reminded that Hank Freeman seemed to care more for him than his own dad. Only two days for him to start acting out with Annie about always being trapped inside. Never able to risk going outside to play in the small, fenced playground. Because Phil had found them before. It was only a matter of time before he discovered them again. 

"Miss McKenna—are you okay?" Hank's eyes flashed with concern.

Uncomfortable thoughts scattering, she startled. "I—I'm fine. Thank you, Hank." As nausea slithered over her, Annie clutched the countertop, a sudden noisy rush in her ears. The panic attack overwhelming her was likely reflected on her face. She shook it off, wrestling her fear back into the dark closet where it lived. Lurking. Waiting to kick down the door when she got too full of herself. Too happy. Too secure. 

"T-thank you . . . for the trucks you brought the boys," she added. His gaze still curious, she resisted the urge to wipe the sweat from her forehead. "They sleep with them every night. I'll be sure to tell Tommy you asked about him." 

Sensing her brush-off, Hank stiffened. Took a step back. "Say hi to Jason for me, too." His voice stilted now instead of friendly. Hesitating, he eyed the line behind him and took a step toward the cashier. "You have a good day."

Annie squeezed her eyes shut as regret and self-loathing fought for supremacy. Was this how she'd always be? Afraid of her own shadow? Unable to face the line of diners, she kept her gaze down as she served the next several clients. Fingers gripping the counter, she felt a smolder of anger rise up from the nausea in the pit of her stomach.

"You know, we'll start the digging soon." 

When Hank's voice returned, she jerked her head toward the sound. He’d come back. Unable to contain her relief, she smiled. Maybe she could be brave. If she wanted something badly enough. "That's what Mr. Traynor—Jeff told Sharon and Marisol." 

The center directors had given all the residents a heads-up on the construction schedule. For their interest . . . and their safety. There would be times when security would lapse—due to the timetable of the shelter's major residential addition. They might be exposed to danger—should their past return to haunt them at an inopportune time. 

"Jeff is planning on giving Marisol's little boy a tour of the site." Hank's gaze was warm again. Friendly. In that safe, easygoing way he had. "I thought maybe Tommy and Jason would like to go, too. If they're here at the daycare that day."

Her co-worker Candace touched her arm. "I've got this," she whispered with a nudge. As in . . . go talk with him! Annie slid down the counter, out of the way of traffic, experiencing a rush of pleasure when Hank followed. "Do you . . . do you know when that will be?" 

"Not yet." Hank took a sip of his coffee and winced.

"Too strong?" She immediately reached for the sugar packets they kept under the counter.

He shook his head. "Too hot." When his warm gaze slid over her, Annie felt herself calm. As though he could sense how skittish she was. "I know when we're supposed to start. But we'll see how the permitting goes." 

"Tommy and Jason would love to run around in all that dirt." If she could control her fear—of Phil choosing that day to show up . . . when her boys would be out in the open- 

"I think that pretty much speaks for all boys, Miss McKenna." He grinned. "Including me."

"Please call me Annie." Impulsively, she surprised herself by reaching to shake his hand. She had the fleeting sensation of a warm, callused . . . startled hand. 

"I'm Henry, actually. Hank, for short." 

"Nice to meet you, Henry." Henry. Cursing her whim, she withdrew her trembling hand. Seriously? What was wrong with her? "Once you know when . . ." The surge of courage Annie had experienced began to trickle away. Her heart began its familiar gallop. Hand to her throat to hide the pounding, she forced a smile. "When . . . you'll be digging, I'll make sure the boys are here that day."    

As if they weren't there every day. And night. For the single remaining shred of pride she possessed, Annie wanted to keep his respect just a little longer. "You're very kind. Thank you for the offer."  

"As soon as I have a date, I'll let you know . . . Annie." He tested her name, smiling as said it. "I think they'd love to see the dirt moving around. The guys'll make it fun for them." 

And she—would take a sedative. Because her sons would never forgive her if she refused them this chance. The joy of spending time out on the construction project. She'd sit in the window, eyes glued to her boys and she'd pray . . . that Hurricane Phil wouldn't choose that day to make landfall.  

He nodded to the door. "I need to get back to work."

The smile curving her lips was the first flicker of joy she'd felt in a long time. "Me, too. I'll see you at lunch?"

Hank tipped his hardhat. "Count on it."

***
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A WEEK LATER, HANK admired the progress as he pulled into a parking space at New Beginnings. The site was finally cleared, the dirt nearly ready for compaction, except for the corner of the lot where they'd be putting on a show for five eager little boys—and two slightly disinterested girls, later in the day. Jumping down from his truck, he inhaled the scent of earth, absorbed the sounds of a construction site coming to life. Only 0600 and already, Big Pete was there. New Beginnings' lone sentry had reported for duty. Spending his days guarding the women who lived there—as though they were his family. 

"Morning, Pete. You ready for a refill yet?" He raised the stainless flask he'd carried for nearly a decade. When the giant nodded, Hank poured coffee from his thermos into Pete's cup. Linked by their military backgrounds, both men were caffeine addicts. "You got a sit-rep for me this morning?"

"Yes, sir. I've been monitoring all the cars on the streets around the site."

Familiar with his routine, Hank nodded while Pete ran through his daily sit-rep on what had gone down at the shelter. His situation reports read like a sinister crime novel. As though New Beginnings was an isolated fortress, surrounded by enemy combatants. For what they lacked in reality, his reports were damn thorough. "Anything unusual?"
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